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of the disagreeable and tiresome Mrs. Kirby of Tremont Street, from
whose house Buell had taken the gold patch-box with the picture of
Howe in the lid ; worried, stringy-haired Silas Deane ; the handsome
Edward Carmichael, Deane's secretary, always studying himself in
mirrors and windows.
Nightly these busy commissioners held levees and purchased vast
quantities of liquors for French officers who came to whisper earnestly
in their ears. They were a hard-bitten lot, most of these French
soldiers : pouch-eyed, hollow-cheeked, soiled-looking and very much
the worse for wear. One exception was the young Marquis de Lafa-
yette, a slender, dandified boy who looked too young to shave. He
was the politest young man imaginable, and was for ever smiling,
kissing his finger-tips to denote enthusiasm, or jumping from his chair
to bow with his hand on his heart.
I always knew when the little marquis arrived, because of Mrs.
Byles's muffled artificial exclamations of " Oh mercy me ! " and
" Heavens to Betsy ! "
Most of these French officers, we saw, were in desperate financial
straits, and it was painfully apparent that Franklin and Deane were
promising them inordinate amounts of fame, fortune and glory in
return for their services.
In addition to the French officers, there was always a group of
Americans on whom Carmichael danced attendance. They invariably
drank rum, and they particularly fascinated Mrs. Byles because she
recognised them as sea captains.
" You can't fool a Barrell on sea captains, Oliver,55 she told me
again and again, " and what's more, a, Barrell is born with a sort of
sense of what sea captains are up to. Those captains aren't just
ordinary privateer captains, waiting for simple orders to take their
vessels out on a cruise. They're planning something. They've got a
scheme and it's a tricky one, and Carmichael knows what it is ! Look
at 'em, Oliver ! Look at 'em try to act innocent! Don't they almost
reek of sanctimoniousness ! And what are they doing in Paris, Oliver,
when they ought to be aboard vessels, or hunting for them ? Find out
from Hynson right away, Oliver i "
Hynson made light of the query. " Why," he said, " those captains
ain't anything to worry about. One of 'em's Lambert Wickes, my
stepbrother. They're in Paris because they're waiting for commissions
as privateersmen. Nobody but Congress can give out those com-
missions, and if a privateersman don't have his commission all in order,
he can't sail from a French port. The French won't let him. Like I
told you, the French'll fight England when they're ready, but they
ain't ready yet If they fought before they were ready, they'd get